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The Angers Summer Institute: Forty Years and Going Strong!
Anne Lair
The following essay will explain how the Angers Summer Institute offered by the University of
Northern Iowa started and what has contributed to its many successes for over three decades,
such as the choice of courses, staffing and the importance of the host families.
The teaching of foreign languages in the United States can be characterized as having
had many high and low points. Languages that were in vogue thirty or forty years ago have
had to struggle in the past few years. Fifty or so years ago no self-respecting foreign languages
department would have considered not offering latin. German and French were judged as
extremely important and candidates working on their doctorate degrees were required to pass an
exam on their ability to read one of these languages depending on their field of study: German
for math and the sciences, French for literature and areas related to the humanities and the arts.
Spanish was accepted only in special areas for these graduate students. Times have changed. Latin
has disappeared from most high schools and even from many colleges and universities. The study
of Russian, which became important during the Cold War because of the tensions that existed
between the U.S. and Russia, is struggling. German has disappeared from some programs, French
is threatened, and Spanish is flourishing. Japanese and Chinese are two languages that are picking
up momentum because of the increasing importance of these countries in today’s world.
In 1958 the U.S. Congress passed an important act: The National Defense Education
Act (NDEA), which had as its goal supporting research on methods and materials for the
teaching of languages, science, and area studies. Teachers received stipends to attend summer
institutes at various university campuses on methods and materials for teaching. In 1965 this act
was amended by the addition of Title XI, which expanded the areas that would benefit from the
original act. Now history, geography, reading, English, school libraries, and educational media
were included.
At that time monies were no longer so readily available to language teachers desirous
of improving their skills. Professor Walther of the University of Northern Iowa decided that
the moment was ripe to try to implement an institute for these teachers and so he offered
two successive institutes on the University of Northern Iowa campus in the summers of 1966
and 1967. Most of his colleagues in the field questioned whether teachers of French would be
willing to pay to attend a program after having been able to receive a stipend the previous years.
Walther’s intuition proved to be right. Teachers attended and paid their way. Following these two
successful on-campus programs, Walther opted to hold the institute abroad.
At first participants spent a week in Paris, followed by five weeks in Angers, and a trip
by bus across France, with a night stay in Orleans, Dijon, and a week in Strasbourg. Later on,
the week in Paris was dropped, as was the trek across France, and replaced with a two-week stay
in Quimper, Brittany. From the beginning, participants were housed in the homes of French
families. That was, and remains, one of the significant attractions of the program. These families
were carefully selected for their desire to learn more about these Americans who were eager
to come and experience French life first hand, and their desire to share their home and their
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beautiful region. A few of these host families were still receiving our “stagiaires” as late as two
years ago. Many were invited to come and see their American teachers in the U.S. One family
made three such trips.
Clearly, this exchange was very enriching for both the French and the Americans
involved. Dr. Oates took over the program until his retirement and then turned the reins OVER
to Professor Dubois in 2001; both showed extraordinary dedication to the institute. Among
the changes brought by Professor Dubois were flexibility in the choice of courses for first time
participants, the addition of new courses and qualified experts, and guest lecturers to cover
specific topics such as the European Union and the implementation of standards in the classroom.
Also to remain à la page and to fulfill students’ request, the use of modern technology has been
incorporated in the program. Lately, we have added the possibility of taking comprehensive
exams during the summer in Angers.
Why Angers?
Angers has the great advantage of being big
and small at the same time. It is very easy to
travel around and to discover new landscapes
within an hour.
In terms of geographical location, Angers is the
capital city of Anjou region. It benefits from an
excellent transportation system and is located
in the heart of the Loire Valley, only an hour
and a half from Paris by TGV and one hour
from the Atlantic coast, which explains why the
region enjoys a temperate and pleasant climate.
The Loire Valley is famous for its purity and its
absence of regional accent, which is perfect to
learn how to speak French.
With a population of about 270,000 inhabitants,
Angers remains the 16th largest city in
France by population. It has been selected as
one of the French cities with the highest quality
of life. It hosts two major universities thus
creating a dynamic and youthful atmosphere.
View from the majestic Château d’Angers
Like so many cities in Europe, Angers is a
true historical site for our students. It offers history with its majestic 13th century château, and
numerous museums reflecting the history of various time periods. Eating is also part of the
culture. The Anjou region has exquisite cuisine due to the Jardins de la France, which produce
fruits, vegetables and flowers, fresh fish from the ocean and unique vineyards, the Coteau du
Layon and the vin d’Anjou.
Angers is also well-known for its festivals. Theater lovers will appreciate the Festival d’Anjou
held yearly during the month of July. Many of today’s famous French movie stars participate
in this festival, such as Jeanne Moreau and Gérard Depardieu. Music is part of the city as well.
Local festivities are also important. Every weekend surrounding towns hold celebrations such
as Brissac and its Fête des vins d’Anjou et des Rillauds, Doué-la-Fontaine and its renowned Festival
de la Rose. Everyone can find something to his or her liking. For teachers of French, these are
important aspects of life that they want and enjoy.
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Who Can Participate?
As previously mentioned, the institute program is designed for those teachers:
1) Who need intensive training in understanding and speaking French even though they are not
necessarily pursuing an MA in French; and
2) Who do not wish to see France as tourists, but who would like to live among the French
people and make personal contacts with French families in a French community. The priority
of our program is to try to increase each individual’s skills as much as possible in a congenial
French atmosphere and to help the participants assemble first-hand information about France
and its people in order to better meet the needs of their students.
How Much Does the Program Cost?
The cost of the 2007 program is tentatively set at $3,850. This includes tuition for six semester
hours of graduate credit, room and board in Angers, and all program-sponsored entrance fees
to museums or cultural programs. In comparison with other study abroad programs, the cost is
very reasonable. Furthermore, for all of our former participants, the opportunity to live with a
French family, to feel welcome in France from the outset, was an invaluable experience. They left
France with a warm feeling for the French people and their hospitality and with a real sense of
accomplishment in their ability to understand and speak French.
•
•
•

Who is Eligible?
A Bachelor’s Degree or its equivalent
Eligibility for admission to graduate studies at the University of Northern Iowa
Applicants for degree status are expected to have an undergraduate major or minor in
French with a GPA of 3.0 or better
What is a Typical Day for a Student at the Institute?

The program is as flexible as possible to meet the needs of participants, who will be grouped
accordingly to ability.
First time participants usually start their day at 8:30am with a course on contemporary
France, taught by a native whose specialties are French civilization and didactics. A fifteen-minute
pause-café allows everyone to stop by at “Le stand up” as the French call it. Following is a 45
minute session, whose topic varies everyday (presentations on methodology, teaching techniques,
a typical aspect of French life, songs, etc.). At 11am, students attend small conversation groups.
Returning students have the choice between one or two courses on French literature, translation,
stylistics, or pedagogy. The course rotation is made based on students’ needs but there is always
a minimum of one literature course and one on writing/grammar/stylistics which are what
students need the most.
First year participants are usually free in the afternoon, unless some cultural activities
are scheduled. Excursions are also part of the experience, with two full days devoted to sites of
cultural interest. Since we are in the heart of castle country, we tend to visit the most famous
castles, caves or a city. Some years, we offer a sortie littéraire, related to some of the authors covered
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in class. Our choices are unlimited and we vary every year. An important point is that everyone
participates in these.
Who is on the Staff ?

Visit to Château d’Azay-le-Rideau

The faculty consists of French natives trained in the teaching of French as a second language
who are used to teaching in American institutions or who work with the CIDEF program and
who therefore understand both U.S. and French education well. They are all dedicated to the
students and the program and participate in its every aspect, lunch in the dining-hall, excursions,
etc. We offer a broad variety of courses well targeted towards students’ needs.
•

Professor Jacques Dubois, Director, Emeritus Professor from UNI, Translation, French
literature and Culture
• Professor Anne Lair, Ph.D., The Ohio State University, teaches at UNI, French Literature
and Culture, Pedagogy
• Professor Jacques Bourgeacq, Ph.D., U of Iowa, Emeritus Professor from the University
of Iowa, Francophone and French Literature, Translation
• Professor Florence Coubard, Doctorat, Université de Paris III, teaches at the CIDEF,
Angers, Didactics, Pedagogy
• Professor Florence Gamory, Doctorat, Université de Paris III., Professor at the CIDEF,
Angers, French Culture, Translation, Didactics
Furthermore, to enhance our program, we are delighted to have guest lecturers:
• M. Curry, former Prefect of the Maine/Loire, specialist in the European Union.
Every year, a guest professor is invited to offer courses needed by our participants. For summer
2007:
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•

Dr. Bonnie Adair-Hauck, from the University of Pittsburgh, and specialist in Foreign
Language Teaching will offer a seminar entitled: Actualizing the Standards in French through
Performance-Based Assessments.
What Makes this Program so Successful Year After Year?

From the very beginning, the program has had excellent foundations. Since then, the Angers
Summer Institute has become the model for many others, not only on the UNI campus but also
nationwide. It has graduated thousands of teachers throughout the fifty states and also overseas.
However, the Angers Summer Institute remains unique and is outstanding for several reasons:
•

•
•

Unlike so many study abroad programs, students live with a French family, which makes
them feel welcome in France from the outset. This is an invaluable experience and highly
contributes to students’ ability to understand and speak French as well as the French way
of living. Most programs do not offer this opportunity.
The only language allowed during the institute is French. Participants insist on this since
for some of them it may be their only chance to hear French all day. It supports what
research has shown, that full immersion is necessary to become fluent.
The staff is well trained and dedicated to the program and the “stagiaires”. The esprit de
corps is very strong among faculty and students. Participants come back for several years,
seeking to be immersed in the French language for over 5 weeks and wanting to hear
only French! Let us not forget that for some, it is the only chance they have throughout
the year to hear and speak French. In several aspects, we form the petite famille du français
de UNI in Angers, and families and Angers people expect us every summer.

What do Some Past Participants Say About the Program?
“I am impressed with the quality of the program and the quality of the teaching staff. I am also
impressed with the seriousness of purpose that permeates the program and the willingness of
participants to speak French exclusively.”
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“Living en famille was a great experience, and I believe I now have a second family here in
France.”
“I recommend the program highly. It met my needs perfectly for an immersion course in French
language and culture. Merci!”
As described above, the Angers Summer Institute is well established. From the selection
of courses, the staff, the excursions to the host families, year after year faculty and participants
come with the same goals. Smooth operations, exclusive use of French, and high standards are
why the program has lasted for so long and will continue to do well. We hope this overview of
our program will convince you to join us this summer!
For further information on our program, please contact:
Department of Modern Languages
University of Northern Iowa
Cedar Falls, Iowa 50614-0504
Tel. (319) 273-2200 Fax: (319) 273-2848
E-mail: modlangs@uni.edu
For additional information, please see:
http://w.w.w.uni.edu/modlangs
Anne Lair is an Assistant Professor of French in the Department of Modern Languages at the University of
Northern Iowa

